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(57) ABSTRACT

The methods and systems described herein provide for effec-
tive and efficient completion of tasks by users of a computing
device. Specifically, the present invention provides users with
a proprietary workflow for timing the completion of a task by
a user and scoring a user’s ability to complete a task within a
predetermined length of time. One exemplary embodiment
provides for managing electronic messages by scoring their
ability to apply actions to messages. Incentives are provided
to users to encourage users to apply actions to messages
through positive and negative feedback. Scores determined
for any particular user may be determined based on the
elapsed time between being provided with a message and
applying an action to it, or may be determined based on the
contents of a message.
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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR APPLYING
GAME MECHANICS TO THE COMPLETION
OF TASKS BY USERS

BACKGROUND

Users of information technology are increasingly required
to accomplish more and more tasks through their computers.
Examples of such tasks include, but are not limited to,
responding to electronic messages, reviewing documents,
drafting documents, sending or responding to communica-
tions, or any other typical tasks accomplished by information
workers through their computers, mobile phones, or other
electronic devices.

The growth in electronic communications allows individu-
als and businesses to communicate more efficiently and to a
degree not previously conceivable by prior communication
mediums. E-mail and other forms of electronic messaging
have almost completely supplanted telephonic, written, and
in-person modes of communication on a day to day basis. The
onset of social networking platforms, as well as the mobile
web, has further driven the extent to which society relies on
communication via electronic messaging. A variety of plat-
forms, software solutions, and service providers exist to
facilitate such electronic messaging. Meanwhile, users have
sought out ways to organize and manage the completion of
other tasks through applications and programs that provide
task list management solutions.

In the context of E-mail, numerous providers of E-mail
services exist. Most large corporations host their own E-mail
servers for managing E-mail. Many online services, such as
Hotmail (Microsoft), Gmail (Google), or Yahoo! provide
hosted E-mail solutions to individual consumers and busi-
nesses.

Conventional methods for interfacing with electronic mes-
saging systems typically involve the use of an inbox where
new messages appear. A user opens a window in a program or
navigates to a particular website, and is presented with a
listing of messages. The user may then open a particular
message, delete it, archive it, move it into a different folder or
label it in some fashion. Typically, users may read a particular
message, and then simply leave the message in their inbox.

While most E-mail programs refer to the default folder or
collection for new messages as an “inbox”, the concept of an
“inbox” can be generalized to situations where a folder is not
explicitly labeled as an “inbox”. An inbox is simply a collec-
tion of electronic messages. The messages may be new mes-
sages, unread messages, read messages, or combination of
new, unread, or read messages. Some E-mail programs allow
users to set “rules” for managing E-mail. These rules can
automatically route new messages to different folders or col-
lections without placing the message in the folder or collec-
tion labeled by default as the “inbox.” In such situations, the
folder or collection to which the new message is routed may
act as an inbox.

The growth of electronic messaging has introduced novel
problems in regards to how best to efficiently and effectively
use electronic messaging at a large scale. For example,
employees can spend up to three hours a day simply using
their E-mail programs, applications, or interfaces to send,
reply, or just manage their E-mail.

Conventional methods for effectively managing the grow-
ing number of electronic messages accumulating in inboxes
include setting “rules” for management and routing of
E-mail, automatically deleting E-mails, applying spam fil-
ters, refusing E-mail from certain senders, only allowing
E-mail from certain senders, labeling certain E-mails as
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2

important, dragging E-mails into pre-determined folders, or
labeling messages for future reference, action, or for archival
purposes. Additionally, some individuals apply different
methodological approaches to handling their E-mail in order
to maximize efficiency. One such approach is the “inbox
zero” methodology, which dictates that users attempt to main-
tain an inbox without any messages in it. Applying this
method, a user immediately acts upon each E-mail in an inbox
until all are removed from the inbox. For example, a user may
log on to his electronic messaging service provider and dis-
cover 5 new messages. Applying the “inbox zero” methodol-
ogy the user deletes 3 of the messages, replies to one message
and then archives it, and drags the last message into a folder
which might be labeled “For Follow Up” or something simi-
lar for future action. At the end of this session, the user has
zero messages in his inbox, and will thus presumably have a
small number of new messages awaiting him or her upon next
log on. Applying such a methodology reduces the risk that at
any particular moment in time the user will suffer from
“E-mail overload”. E-mail overload comprises a state where
the inbox becomes so full with new messages that the user
becomes incapable of properly addressing each message.
E-mail overload can lead to loss of productivity, unnecessary
stress, or missing important information and deadlines.

Conventional methods for effectively managing tasks also
do not provide effective incentives for users to complete tasks
effectively and efficiently. Typical software solutions that
encourage the completion of tasks include various providers
of task-list software. This software allows users to set dead-
lines, list tasks, and schedule reminders. Such solutions
include Microsoft Office’s “Tasks” feature, Google Inc.’s
“Google Tasks” service, and the “Remember the Milk” ser-
vice available at http://www.rememberthemilk.com. Present
solutions however, do not provide for an effective and fun
method for enticing the completion of tasks.

SUMMARY

Applicants have appreciated that available technology for
creating incentives for users to complete various tasks does
not provide users with effective means for quickly and effi-
ciently completing tasks. For example, Microsoft Outlook’s
“Tasks” feature provides and exemplary existing means for
completing tasks. A user may create a new task; label it
something such as “Draft Memorandum”, “Review Docu-
ments”, or “Reply to Message”; set a date by which it should
be completed; and set outlook calendar reminders to remind
them. In some circumstances, a task may turn red when it is
overdue, creating an indicator that a user has fallen behind on
accomplishing a particular task. Presently available systems
ormethods do not provide means for timing the completion of
tasks by users, enticing users to accomplish those tasks, and
scoring a user’s performance in regards to how effectively
and efficiently users complete tasks according to the time
necessary to complete them. Managing electronic messages
provides a good example of one embodiment of the present
disclosure. In such an embodiment, the task at issue may be
the selection of an action to be applied to a message.

Applicants have further appreciated that available technol-
ogy for managing electronic messages does not provide users
with effective means for keeping their inboxes under control.
Traditional systems and methods for managing electronic
messages are focused on providing users with a plurality of
tools for customizing organization of their inboxes. However,
no tools provide users with a comprehensive interface for
effectively managing messages in a manner which automati-
cally enhances productivity and increases enjoyment, while
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preventing or recovering from message overload. Addition-
ally, no presently available tools provide users with an inter-
face capable of enforcing a particular workflow or method-
ology for managing electronic messages. E-mail productivity
methodologies such as “inbox zero” lack a technological
enforcement mechanism by which users are compelled to
clean out their inboxes, rather, the implementation of such
methodologies are entirely up to the user. Moreover, such
methodologies fail to provide for an enjoyable experience
while managing electronic messages.

Applicants have also appreciated that game mechanics
which provide users with positive or negative feedback are
useful for creating incentives for users to accomplish goals. In
the context of managing electronic messages, applicants have
discovered that by using game mechanics to create incentives
for users to remove messages from an inbox, users can sig-
nificantly increase productivity while enhancing the enjoy-
ment of managing their inbox.

In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, a
computer based user interface is provided to a user for man-
aging electronic messages through the use of game mechan-
ics. The interface provides a message from an inbox to a user.
The interface further provides a plurality of actions which
may be applied to the message. The interface determines that
a user has selected one of said actions. The interface then
determines a score for the user based, at least in part, on the
time elapsed between displaying the contents of the message
and a period of time after selection of the action.

In accordance with a further embodiment of the invention,
a method for managing electronic messages through the use
of' game mechanics is provided. A message from an inbox is
provided to a user. A plurality of actions which may be
applied to the message are further provided to a user. A
determination that a user has selected one of said actions is
made. A score for the user is then determined based, at leastin
part, on the time elapsed between displaying the contents of
the message and a period of time after the selection of the
action.

In accordance with a further embodiment of the invention,
at least one non-transitory computer-readable medium is pro-
vided, encoded with a plurality of instructions that, when
executed, perform a method for managing electronic mes-
sages through the use of game mechanics. The method may
comprise: providing a message from an inbox to a user;
providing the user with a plurality of actions which may be
applied to the message; determining that a user has selected
one of said actions; and determining a score for the user
based, at least in part, on the time elapsed between displaying
the contents of the message and a period of time after the
selection of the action.

In accordance with a further embodiment of the invention,
a method for managing electronic messages through the use
of ' game mechanics is provided, wherein: A message from an
inbox is provided to a user. Information about related mes-
sages may also be provided to the user. Related messages and
the message may be part of the same conversation. A timer is
displayed to a user. The timer may represent the amount of
time allocated for a user to select a particular action. The
capability of pausing the time may be provided to the user. A
plurality of actions which may be applied to the message are
provided to the user. A determination is made that a user has
selected one of said actions. The user may have selected an
action from the group consisting of “Reply”, “Reply All”,
“Forward”, “Label”, “Defer”, “Archive”, ‘“Delete”, or
“Skip”. A score is determined for the user based, at least in
part, on the time elapsed between displaying the contents of
the message and a period of time after selection of the action.
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The score may be determined based, at least in part, on the
contents of the message. The score may be determined based,
at least in part, on the action selected by the user. The score
may be determined based, at least in part, on a measure of the
complexity of the message. A representation of how many
messages remain in either a predetermined subset of the
inbox or the entire inbox is provided to the user. Positive
feedback is provided to the user at a point in time after the
selection of an action by the user. The positive feedback may
comprise an image, series of images, a positive statement,
video, or audio. Upon completion of the selected action, the
message is removed from the inbox. A new message from the
inbox, or from a predetermined subset of the inbox, is pro-
vided to the user, if one exists.

In accordance with a further embodiment of the invention,
a method for managing electronic messages through the use
of game mechanics wherein negative feedback in response to
the total elapsed time from providing a message to the user
and a time before a user selects an action is provided to the
user. The negative feedback may comprise an image, a change
in display color, flashing colors, flashing text, audio, video, a
statement, a pop-up window, or displaying a negative score.

In accordance with a further embodiment of the invention,
a method for dynamically updating a timer which may be
incorporated into a method for managing electronic messages
through the use of game mechanics is provided. A message
from an inbox of a user is received. A measure of the com-
plexity of the contents of the message is determined. An
appropriate length of time for a user to select an action to be
applied to the message is determined. The appropriate length
of time may be determined based, at least in part, on the
measure of complexity. A timer displayed to the user is
updated with the determined appropriate length of time.

In accordance with a further embodiment of the invention,
a method for deferring a message which may be incorporated
into a method for managing electronic messages through the
use of game mechanics is provided. A determination is made
that a user has selected an action to defer a message. The
contents of the message are evaluated. A suggested time at
which to return the message to the inbox is determined. The
suggested time may be determined based, at least in part, on
the contents of the message. The suggested time is suggested
to the user. The selection of a selected time at which to return
the message to the inbox is received. The message is removed
from the inbox. The message is stored at a location until the
selected time. The message is returned to the inbox at the
selected time.

In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, a
method for timing the completion of tasks by users is pro-
vided. An appropriate length of time for a user to complete a
task is determined. A timer with the determined time is dis-
played to a user. The timer is updated to reflect the passage of
time. A determination is made that a user has completed the
task. A score for the user is determined based, at least in part,
on the passage of time. A score for the user may also be
determined based, at least in part, on the time remaining on
the timer. The task may be a task stored by a task list program.
The task may be a task stored by a task list service provider.
The task may be a task that is not stored by either a task list
program or task list storage provider.

Throughout this disclosure, reference may be made to
E-mail as an exemplary form of electronic message to which
the inventions of the present disclosure may be applied. How-
ever, it is understood by one having ordinary skill in the art
that the present disclosure could be easily adapted to any form
of electronic message. Other possible electronic messages to
which the invention of the present disclosure may be applied
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include proprietary messaging platforms, such as those pro-
vided by social networking platforms. Examples of such elec-
tronic messaging platforms include the “Messages” compo-
nent of Facebook, the “InMail” component of LinkedIn, the
“Direct Message” component of Twitter, as well as other
proprietary messaging formats. The invention of the present
disclosure may also be applied to text messaging technolo-
gies, such as SMS.

It should be appreciated that all combinations of the fore-
going concepts and additional concepts discussed in greater
detail below (provided such concepts are not mutually incon-
sistent) are contemplated as being part of the inventive subject
matter disclosed herein. In particular, all combinations of
claimed subject matter appearing at the end of this disclosure
are contemplated as being part of the inventive subject matter
disclosed herein. It should also be appreciated that terminol-
ogy explicitly employed herein that also may appear in any
disclosure incorporated by reference should be accorded a
meaning most consistent with the particular concepts dis-
closed herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

The foregoing and other objects, aspects, features, and
advantages of the disclosure will become more apparent and
better understood by referring to the following description
taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in
which:

FIG. 1A is a block diagram of a system for managing
electronic messages, according to one embodiment of the
present disclosure.

FIG. 1B is a block diagram of a system for providing a user
interface to a user for managing electronic messages, accord-
ing to one embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an exemplary embodiment of
asystem 100 according to the present disclosure for executing
computer executable instructions performed by processing
arrangement 110 and/or a computing arrangement 110,
according to one embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a method for managing elec-
tronic messages using game mechanics, according to one
embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIGS. 4A-4B are flow diagrams of methods for managing
electronic messages using game mechanics, according to one
embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIGS. 5A-5B are flow diagrams of methods for determin-
ing scores for users which may be incorporated into methods
for managing electronic messages using game mechanics,
according to one embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram of a method for deferring a mes-
sage which may be incorporated into a methods for managing
electronic messages using game mechanics, according to one
embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 7A-7C are flow diagrams of methods for updating a
timer which may be incorporated into a methods for manag-
ing electronic messages using game mechanics, according to
one embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 8 is an exemplary user interface for providing meth-
ods of managing electronic messages to users, according to
one embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 9 is an exemplary user interface for providing meth-
ods of managing electronic messages to users incorporating
positive feedback, according to one embodiment of the
present disclosure.
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FIG. 10 is a flow diagram of a methods for timing the
completion of tasks by users according to one embodiment of
the present disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the following detailed description, reference is made to
the accompanying drawings, which form a part hereof. In the
drawings, similar symbols typically identify similar compo-
nents, unless context dictates otherwise. The illustrative
embodiments described in the detailed description, drawings,
and claims are not meant to be limiting. Other embodiments
may be utilized, and other changes may be made, without
departing from the spirit or scope of the subject matter pre-
sented here. It will be readily understood that the aspects of
the present disclosure, as generally described herein and illus-
trated in the figures, can be arranged, substituted, combined,
and designed in a wide variety of different configurations, all
of which are explicitly contemplated and made part of this
disclosure.

In reference now to FIG. 1A, a system for providing man-
agement of electronic messages through game mechanics is
shown. Local machine 10 may access a server 30 which may
provide electronic message services to a user. Local machine
10 may be a desktop computer, a server, a laptop, a tablet
computer, a smart phone, or any other computing device
capable of running a user interface. The server 30 may be a
single server, a plurality of servers, a server farm, or an of
computing services provided by a cloud based provider of
computer services. Such a plurality of servers need not be
located at the same location. In some embodiments, server 30
may be a plurality of servers operated by a plurality of differ-
ent parties, entities, and service providers. The server 30 may
be an electronic message server through which a user of local
machine 10 may access electronic messages. Electronic mes-
sages may be stored in message storage 50. The Network
depicted in FIG. 1A may be a local area network (LAN), wide
area network (WAN), some other form of public or private
network, or the Internet.

In some embodiments, message storage 50 may be located
at local machine 10 rather than at a server. In some embodi-
ments, message storage 50 may be distributed across local
machine 10 and server 30. In some embodiments, message
storage 50 may be replicated across a plurality of local
machines 10 and servers 30.

In some embodiments, server 30 may be an E-mail server.
In some embodiments, server 30 may be running Microsoft
Exchange E-mail server software. In other embodiments,
server 30 may be part of a hosted E-mail provider, such as the
Gmail service presently provided by Google, Inc., the Hot-
mail service presently offered by Microsoft, or numerous
other similar online services for providing users with access
to electronic messages.

In some embodiments, server 30 may be providing a user
with a proprietary electronic messaging platform. For
example, server 30 may be providing a user with the “Mes-
sages” feature offered by Facebook, Inc; the “InMail” feature
provided by LinkedIn, or the “Direct Message” feature pro-
vided by Twitter. Numerous other proprietary messaging
platforms are contemplated within the present disclosure.

In some embodiments, server 30 may be providing a user
with access to voicemail services. In some embodiments,
server 30 may be providing a user with electronically
recorded audio voicemails. In some embodiments, server 30
may be providing a user with access transcribed voicemails.
In some embodiments, server 30 may be providing a user with
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access to text messages, such as those utilizing the SMS
protocol, or any other text message protocol.

The systems an methods of the present disclosure may be
performed entirely at local machine 10, entirely at server 30,
or on some combination of local machine 10 and server 30. In
some embodiments, all the services that may be provided by
server 30 may be provided by local machine 10, or a combi-
nation of local machine 10 and server 30. In some embodi-
ments, all the service that may be provided by local machine
10 may be provided by server 30, or a combination of local
machine 10 and server 30.

In some embodiments of the present disclosure, electronic
messages stored at message 30 may be organized into differ-
ent folders, labels, categorizations, collections, or any other
manner of categorizing and organizing electronic messages.
By default, most electronic messaging solutions provide that
new messages are received and stored on behalf of the user at
a particular folder, label, category, collection, or any other
identifier for categorizing and organizing electronic mes-
sages. In the context of E-mail, most E-mail solutions provide
that this default folder, label, category, collection, or any other
identifier for categorizing and organizing electronic mes-
sages is identified as an “inbox.” Users of E-mail generally
check their inbox for new messages and then reply, forward,
delete, or archive their messages accordingly.

The concept of an inbox is generally applicable to all
electronic messaging platforms beyond E-mail, and can be
generalized as any folder, label, category, collection or any
other identifier for categorizing and organizing electronic
messages. For example, many users of E-mail utilize a “For
Follow Up” folder to which they move E-mails to from the
default “Inbox”. The user generally intends to follow up on
these E-mails or perform some action on them at a later time.
It would be understood by those skilled in the art that in such
a situation, the “For Follow Up” folder may be a relevant
inbox for the purposes of practicing the present disclosure, in
addition to the default “Inbox™ provided by the electronic
messaging service. In some embodiments of the present dis-
closure, the default folder, label, category, collection, or other
identifier for categorizing and organizing electronic mes-
sages in to which new messages are placed may not be labeled
as an “Inbox”.

In reference now to FIG. 1B, a block diagram of an
embodiment of a system for providing management of elec-
tronic messages through the use of game mechanics is
depicted. A user interface 15 is provided to the user for per-
forming the invention of the present disclosure. The user
interface 15 is in communication with message storage 50.
The user interface 15 and message storage 50 may be located
on the same machine or on different machines. The user
interface 15 may operate on local machine 10, server 30, or a
combination of local machine 10 and server 30. The user
interface 15 and message storage 50 may be in communica-
tion over a network. Electronic messages my be organized
into folders, labels, categories, collections or by any other
means for categorizing and organizing electronic messages at
the user interface 15, at message storage 50, at server 30, or
any one or combination of these. In some embodiments, user
interface 15 may operate as a third-party intermediary
between the user and his or her electronic message provider.
In such embodiments, the user interface 15 may operate on a
third party server 30, the electronic message service provid-
er’s servers 30, on local machine 10, or a combination of all
of these.

In reference now to FIG. 2, a block diagram of an exem-
plary embodiment of a system capable of implementing the
present disclosure is shown. For example, an exemplary pro-
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cedure in accordance with the present disclosure can be per-
formed by a processing arrangement 110 and/or a computing
arrangement 110. Such processing/computing arrangement
110 can be, e.g., entirely or a part of, or include, but not be
limited to, a computer/processor that can include, e.g., one or
more microprocessors, and use instructions stored on a com-
puter-accessible medium (e.g., RAM, ROM, hard drive, or
other storage device).

As shown in FIG. 2 a computer-accessible medium 120
(e.g., as described herein, a storage device such as a hard disk,
floppy disk, memory stick, CD-ROM, RAM, ROM, etc.,ora
collection thereof) can be provided (e.g., in communication
with the processing arrangement 110). The computer-acces-
sible medium 120 may be a non-transitory computer-acces-
sible medium. The computer-accessible medium 120 can
contain executable instructions 130 thereon. In addition or
alternatively, a storage arrangement 140 can be provided
separately from the computer-accessible medium 120, which
can provide the instructions to the processing arrangement
110 so as to configure the processing arrangement to execute
certain exemplary procedures, processes and methods, as
described herein, for example.

In reference now to FIG. 3, an embodiment of a method for
managing electronic messages through the use of game
mechanics is depicted. A message from an inbox is provided
to a user by displaying the message to the user 301. The user
is provided with a plurality of actions that may be applied to
the message. These actions may include the actions of Reply
311, Reply All 312, Forward 313, Label 314, Defer 315,
Archive 316, Delete 317, or Skip 318. The user may then
select one of said actions to be applied to an E-mail. Other
possible actions not explicitly included are further contem-
plated by the present disclosure. Any method or process
which may be applied to a message is a possible action which
the user may select. The concept of labeling 314 a message
may alternatively be referred to as categorizing or moving a
message. Such labeling, categorizing, or moving may take the
message out of the relevant inbox by removing an association
of the relevant inbox with the message and adding an asso-
ciation with some other folder, label, category, collection or
any other identifier for categorizing and organizing electronic
messages. The concept of archiving 316 a message may be a
subset of the labeling 314 action.

In further reference to FIG. 3, if the user selects to reply 311
or reply all 312 to the message, the user is provided an
opportunity to compose 321 a reply message. Once the user
finishes composing a reply message, the message may be sent
322. The original message may then be removed from the
relevant inbox 323. In some embodiments, a reply message
may be sent 322 after the message is removed from the inbox
323. In some embodiments a score may be calculated 305 at
any time after the selection of an action by a user. This
includes immediately after selection, after allowing a user to
compose a reply 321, after sending 322 the reply, or after
removing the message from the inbox 323.

In further reference to FIG. 3, if the user selects to forward
313 the message, the user is provided an opportunity to com-
pose 331 a message to accompany the forwarded message. In
some embodiments, the message is then forwarded 332. In
some embodiments, the original message is then removed
from the relevant inbox 333. In some embodiments a score
may be calculated 305 at any time after the selection of an
action by a user. This includes immediately after selection,
after allowing a user to compose a message 331, after sending
332 the reply, or after removing the message from the inbox
333.
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In further reference to FIG. 3, if the user selects to label 314
the message, the user is provided an opportunity to change the
association of the message from that of the relevant inbox.
The user may indicate a new association for the message
based upon any means for organizing and categorizing elec-
tronic messages. Including moving the message to a different
folder, assigning a new or different label for the message,
assigning a new or different category for the message, putting
the message in a new or different collection, or utilizing and
other new or different identifier for the message utilizing any
other means for categorizing or organizing messages. Insome
embodiments, such labeling 314 may immediately remove
the message from the relevant inbox. In other embodiments,
an additional step of removing the message from the mailbox
after labeling 314 may be required.

In further reference to FIG. 3, if the user selects to defer 315
the message, the user is provided with an opportunity to defer
the message. Deferring 315 the message may refer to any
means for delaying future action on the message by the user.
One embodiment of deferring a message is the “Boomerang”
feature offered Baydin, Inc. of Mountain View, Calif. In some
embodiments, after the selection of an action to defer 315 the
message by a user, a suggested time at which to return the
message to the relevant inbox is suggested 351 to the user. In
some embodiments, a user is then requested to select a time at
which to return the message to the relevant inbox. In some
embodiments, the selection of a time at which to return the
message to the relevant inbox by the user is received 352. In
some embodiments, the message is removed 353 from the
inbox for return at the selected time. In some embodiments,
the message may be removed 353 from the inbox at any time
after the selection of an action by a user. In some embodi-
ments, the message may be removed 353 from the inbox after
suggesting a time to the user. In some embodiments, a score
may be determined 305 for a user at any time after the selec-
tion of an action by a user.

In further reference to FIG. 3, if the user selects to archive
316 the message, the message may be archived. In some
embodiments, archiving a message may change an identifier
associated with the message to a particular folder, label, cat-
egory, collection, or other identifier for a means to categorize
or organize messages used for archival purposes. In some
embodiments, archiving a message may automatically
remove it from the relevant inbox. In other embodiments,
removing the message from an inbox may require an addi-
tional step.

In further reference to FIG. 3, if the user select to delete 317
the message, the message may be deleted and thus removed
from the relevant inbox. If the user selects to skip 318 the
message, nothing is done with the message.

In further reference to FIG. 3, at some time after the selec-
tion of an action by a user, a score for the user is determined
305. The score may be determined 305 based, at least in part,
on the time elapsed between displaying the contents of the
message and a period of time after selection of the action. In
some embodiments of the present disclosure, a user may
obtain a higher score by spending less time between the
display of the message and selection of an action. In some
embodiments, the user may obtain a bad score by spending
too much time between display of the message and selection
of an action. In some embodiments, the score may be deter-
mined 305 base, at least in part, on a timer. In some embodi-
ments, the time may be set according to a predetermined
length of time for a user to select and action. In some embodi-
ments a user may be able to pause the timer. In some embodi-
ments, the timer may be paused automatically in response to
a determination that a user needs more time. In some embodi-

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

ments, the timer maybe paused in response to a determination
that a user has started to perform some other task. In some
embodiments the score may be determined 305 based, at least
in part, on whether the user paused the timer. In some embodi-
ments, time may be added to the timer in response to a user’s
selection of an action which may require the user to spend
additional time completing the action. Such embodiments
include embodiments where a user may have selected the
action of Reply, Reply All, or Forward. Additional embodi-
ments encompassing actions where a user may require addi-
tional time to compose a message or perform some other task
in order to complete the action are contemplated by the
present disclosure. A score may be determined 305 based, at
least in part, on additional time added to a timer. In some
embodiments, a score may be determined 305 based, at least
in part, on which action a user selected.

In further reference to FIG. 3, positive feedback may be
provided 308 to a user at any time after the selection of an
action by a user. In some embodiments, the positive feedback
may comprise the score determined 305 for the user. In some
embodiments, the positive feedback may be provided before
the determination 305 of a score. In some embodiments,
positive feedback may be provided more than once for a given
message. In some embodiments, the positive feedback may
include a statement, image, video, audio, slideshow, score,
animation, or any one or combination of these.

In some embodiments, negative feedback may be provided
to a user based, at least in part, on the determination 305 of a
score for the user. In some embodiments, negative feedback
may be provided based on a user’s selection to skip a mes-
sage.

In further reference to FIG. 3, a determination 390 is made
as to whether more message remain in a predetermined subset
of the relevant inbox. In some embodiment, the predeter-
mined subset of the relevant inbox may comprise the entirety
of the relevant inbox. In some embodiments, the predeter-
mined subset of the relevant inbox may comprise a given
number of messages initially selected form the relevant inbox
for the application of the systems and methods of the present
disclosure. [f more messages remain, then the next message is
displayed 301 to the user.

In further reference to FIG. 3, if a determination 390 that no
more messages remain, results of the current session may be
returned to the user. These results may include an overall total
score for the session, an overall all-time score for repeated use
of the systems and methods of the present disclosure, and
positive or negative feedback. In some embodiments, the
results may include metrics for use of the systems and meth-
ods of the present disclosure. In some embodiments, the
results may include a graph charting a user’s improved use of
the systems and methods described in the present disclosure.

In some embodiments of FIG. 3, a user may pause a timer
at any point in the flow. In some embodiments, pausing a
timer may have no effect on determining 305 a score for the
user. In other embodiments, pausing a timer may have an
effect on determining 305 a score for a user. In some embodi-
ments, pausing a timer may have no effect on providing 308
positive feedback to a user. In other embodiments, pausing a
timer may have an effect on providing 308 positive feedback
to a user.

In some embodiments of FIG. 3, a user may be provided
with the option of performing an action on a plurality of
messages at once. For example, a user may be able to archive,
forward, or delete a plurality of messages at once. In some
embodiments, a plurality of messages to which to apply a
particular action is determined. In some embodiments, a plu-
rality of messages to which to apply a particular action is
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determined automatically. In some embodiments, a plurality
of messages to which to apply a particular action is deter-
mined according to the contents of those messages. In some
embodiments, a plurality of messages to which to apply a
particular action is determined according to the sender and/or
recipients of the messages. In some embodiments, a plurality
of messages to which to apply a particular action is deter-
mined based, at least in part, on a user’s prior selection of an
action to apply to a message. In some embodiments, a plural-
ity of messages to which to apply a particular action is deter-
mined based, at least in part, on a user’s prior selection of
actions to apply to a prior messages.

In reference now to FIG. 4A, a method for managing elec-
tronic messages through the use of game mechanics is
depicted. A message from an inbox is provided 402 to a user.
The user is provided 404 with a plurality of actions which
may be applied to the message. In some embodiments, the
user is provided with a suggested action to perform. In some
embodiments, the suggested action may be determined based,
atleast in part, on the content of the message. A determination
406 is made that a user has selected one of said actions. A
score is determined 408 for the user based, at least in part, on
the time elapsed between displaying the contents of the mes-
sage and the completion of the action.

The concept of a score which may be determined for a user
may be generalized as any indicator of progress. In some
embodiments, the determined score may be selected from a
group of possible score options. In some embodiments, the
determined score may be a numerical score. In some embodi-
ments, such a score may be referred to as points. In some
embodiments, the determined score may be a statement. In
some embodiments, a score may be determined based on a
numerical calculation. In some embodiments, a score may be
determined based, at least in part, on a plurality of settings
which have previously been selected by the user. In some
embodiments where a score is numerical, the score may be
either positive or negative. In some embodiments, a score
may be selected from the group consisting of “Good”, “Very
Good”, “Bad”, “Great”, “Perfect”, “Horrible”, “Poor”, or
“You’re Embarrassing Yourself”.

In reference now to FIG. 4B, a method for managing elec-
tronic messages through the use of game mechanics is
depicted. A message from an inbox is provided 402 to a user.
A plurality of actions which may be applied to the message
are provided 404 to the user. A determination 406 is made that
the user has selected one of said actions. The message from
the inbox is removed 407 upon completion of the action. A
score is determined 408 based, at least in part, on the time
elapsed between displaying the contents of the message and a
period of time after selection of the action. The user is pro-
vided 409 with positive feedback at a time after the selection
of an action by a user. A new message from the inbox is
provided to the user 410.

In reference now to FIG. 5A, a method for determining a
score which may be incorporated into a method for managing
electronic messages through the use of game mechanics is
depicted. A determination 502 is made that an action to be
applied to a message has been selected by a user. The time
elapsed from display of the message to selection of an action
by a useris determined 504. A score for the user based, at least
in part, on the time elapsed is determined 506.

In reference now to FIG. 5B, a method for determining a
score which may be incorporated into a method for managing
electronic messages through the use of game mechanics is
depicted. A determination 503 is made that an action to be
applied to a message has been selected by a user. The per-
centage of time elapsed from display of the message to the
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selection of an action by a user relative to a predetermined
time allocated for a user to select an action is determined 505.
A score for the user based, at least in part, on the percentage
of time elapsed is determined. In some embodiments, the
predetermined time allocated for a user to select an action
may be represented by a timer displayed to a user. In some
embodiments, the predetermined time allocated for a user to
select an action may not be displayed to a user. In some
embodiments the predetermined time allocated for a user to
select an action may be determined based on the contents of
the message. In some embodiments, the predetermined time
allocated for a user to select an action may be determined
based on a measure of complexity of the message. In some
embodiments, the predetermined time allocated for a user to
select an action may change. In some embodiments, the pre-
determined time allocated for a user to select an action may
change in response to selection of a particular action by a user.
In some embodiments, the predetermined time allocated for a
user to select an action may be added to if a user selects an
action requiring the completion of additional tasks by the
user. In some embodiments, the predetermined time allocated
for a user to select an action may be added to if a user selects
to reply, reply all, forward, or label a message.

In reference now to FIG. 6, a method for deferring a mes-
sage which may be incorporated into a method for managing
electronic messages through the use of electronic messages is
depicted. A determination 602 is made that a user has selected
an action to defer a message. The contents of the message are
evaluated 604. A suggested time at which to return the mes-
sage to the inbox based, at least in part, on the contents of the
message is determined 606. The suggested time is suggested
608 to the user. The selection of a selected time at which to
return the message to the inbox is received 610. The message
is removed 612 from the inbox. The message is stored 614 at
alocation other than the relevant inbox until the selected time.
The message is returned 616 to the relevant inbox at the
selected time.

In some embodiments, the sender of a message may be
evaluated 604. In some embodiments, the recipients of a
message may be evaluated. In some embodiments, the evalu-
ation 608 is accomplished by searching the contents of the
message for keywords. In some embodiments, the evaluation
608 is accomplished through the use of pattern recognition. In
some embodiments, the evaluation 608 is accomplished
through linguistic analysis. In some embodiments, the evalu-
ation 608 is accomplished through the application of a pro-
prietary algorithm. In some embodiments, the suggested time
at which to return the contents of the message to the inbox
may be determined 606 based on any item evaluated 608.

Inreference now to FIG. 7A, a method for updating a timer
which may be incorporated into a methods for managing
electronic messages using game mechanics is depicted. A
message from an inbox of a user is received 702. An appro-
priate length of time for a user to select an action to be applied
to the message is determined 704. A timer displayed to a user
with the determined appropriate length of time is displayed
706 to the user upon display, or in conjunction with, the
display of the message to the user.

In reference now to FIG. 7B, a method of a method for
updating a timer which may be incorporated into a methods
for managing electronic messages using game mechanics is
depicted. A determination 708 is made that a user selected a
particular action requiring that a user accomplish additional
tasks in order to complete the action. In some embodiments,
such a selection may be one to reply, reply all, forward, or
label the message. An appropriate length of time for a user to
complete the tasks required to complete the action is deter-
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mined 710. In some embodiments, an appropriate length of
time for a user to compose a message is determined 710. A
timer displayed to a user is updated 712 with the determined
appropriate length of time to accomplish the tasks. In some
embodiments, a timer displayed to a user is updated 712 with
the determined appropriate length of time upon allowing a
user to compose a message.

In reference now to FIG. 7C, a method for updating a timer
which may be incorporated into a methods for managing
electronic messages using game mechanics is depicted. A
message from an inbox of a user is received 702. A measure
of the complexity of the contents of the message is deter-
mined 703. An appropriate length of time for a user to select
an action to be applied to the message based, at least in part,
on the measure of complexity is determined 704. A timer
displayed to a user is updated 706 with the determined appro-
priate length of time upon display of the message to the user.

In some embodiments, a measure of complexity may be
determined 703 by evaluating the contents of the message. In
some embodiments, a measure of complexity may be deter-
mined by applying a proprietary algorithm to the contents of
the message. In some embodiments, a measure of complexity
may be determined 703 by conducting a keyword search on
the contents of the message. In some embodiments, a measure
of complexity may be determined 703 based, at least in part,
on the length of the message. In some embodiments, a mea-
sure of complexity may be determined 703 based solely on
the length of the message. In some embodiments, a measure
of complexity may be determined based, at least in part, on
the sender or recipients of the message. In some embodi-
ments, the measure of complexity may be a numerical value.
in other embodiments, the measure of complexity may be a
string or other statement. In some embodiments, the measure
of complexity may be selected from a predetermined group of
aplurality of predetermined measures of complexity. In some
embodiments, the measure of complexity may be selected
from the group of “Low”, “Moderate”, “High”.

In reference now to FIG. 8, a screen capture of an exem-
plary user interface 15 for performing the systems and meth-
ods of the present disclosure is depicted. A timer is displayed
in the upper left hand corner of the interface representing the
minutes and seconds for an determined 704 appropriate
amount of time for a user to select and action. A pause button
for pausing the timer is located directly above the timer. The
gear icon in the upper right hand corner of the interface
represents a method for a user to access a settings page where
the user may set various personalized settings for utilizing the
user interface in performing the systems and methods of the
present disclosure. The shaded bar directly to the left of the
gear demonstrates that “20 conversations” remain in the pre-
determined subset of a relevant inbox on which the systems
and methods described herein are being performed. In some
embodiments, the shaded bar may demonstrate the total num-
ber of messages remaining in the inbox, rather than a subset.
In some embodiments, the shaded bay may demonstrate the
total number of messages remaining in the inbox excluding
those that have already been displayed to the user during a
particular session of utilizing the user interface depicted for
performing the systems and methods of the present disclo-
sure.

In further reference to FIG. 8, a circle in the upper right
hand corner of the interface displays the terms “3450 and
“points” to a user. This display represents a user’s total score
obtained by performing the systems and methods of the
present disclosure. In some embodiments, the total score may
be representative of a total score for a particular session of
using the user interface. In some embodiments, the total score
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may be a representative of a total all-time score comprised of
the sums of scores for every session the user has utilized the
user interface. In some embodiments, the total score may be
representative of the sums of total score for a subset of ses-
sions that the user has utilized the user interface. In some
embodiments, the display of a total score may be updated
while a user utilizes the user interface.

In further reference to FIG. 8, a plurality of actions which
may be applied to a message are displayed both across the top
of'the interface and across the bottom. In some embodiments,
the plurality of actions to be applied to a message maybe
displayed only once. In some embodiments, the plurality
actions may be displayed on one or both sides of the interface.
In some embodiments, the plurality of actions may be dis-
played on the messages themselves. For example, the actions
of reply, reply all, and forward are further displayed to the
user on the window of the message. In some embodiments,
the plurality of actions may be displayed in a manner such that
the actions are displayed in a manner that groups certain
actions. For example, at the top of the user interface of FIG. 8,
reply all, forward, and label are grouped together while defer,
skip, archive, and delete are grouped together.

In further reference to FIG. 8, a message is displayed in the
center of the interface. The contents of the message may
comprise a subject, sender, recipients, meta data, a body, or
any other form of information associated with a message. In
some embodiments, the message displayed may be an E-mail.
In the embodiment of FIG. 8, an E-mail message from Aye
Moah to numerous recipients is displayed. Information from
three related messages is also displayed. These four messages
may be said to comprise a conversation. A conversation may
be generally understood as any collection of related mes-
sages. For example, a conversation may be comprised of an
original message followed by sequential reply messages
between the correspondents. In such an embodiment, the
conversation may also be referred to as an E-mail chain.
Information about the time and date a message was sent may
also be displayed, as shown in FIG. 8. In some embodiments,
a single message may be associated with a large number of
related messages. In such embodiments, the user interface
may initially provide the user with only a subset of informa-
tion about related messages. In such embodiments, an option
may be provided to a user for displaying all related messages.
In such embodiments, a user may select the option for dis-
playing information from related messages and information
from related messages will be displayed.

In further reference to FIG. 8, a user may click on infor-
mation displayed from related messages, and the entirety of
those related messages may be displayed. In some embodi-
ments, a user may display the entirety of a related message by
clicking on an icon representative of expanding or collapsing
a message. In FIG. 8, such an icon is represented by and
upwards or downwards pointing triangle. In some embodi-
ments, an upwards pointing triangle represents collapsing, or
limiting the view of the message. In some embodiments, a
downwards facing triangle represents expanding the mes-
sage, or allowing the display if more information. In some
embodiments, the timer may be updated in response to a
determination that a user has clicked on information dis-
played from related messages. In some embodiments, the
timer may be updated in response to a determination that
additional related messages have been displayed to a user.

In reference now to FIG. 9, a screen capture of an exem-
plary user interface 15 for performing the systems and meth-
ods of the present disclosure is depicted. In some embodi-
ments, the user interface may display positive feedback by
displaying a statement. in some embodiments, the user inter-
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face may display positive feedback by displaying an image. In
some embodiments, the user interface may display positive
feedback by displaying a score. in some embodiments, the
score may be responsive to a user’s selection of a particular
action. The positive feedback depicted in FIG. 9 may be
displayed at any time after the selection of an action by a user.
The positive feedback may be displayed either before or after
the completion of the selected action. In some embodiments,
a display of negative feedback may be provided to a user. In
some embodiments, the user interface may provide negative
feedback by displaying a statement. In some embodiments,
the user interface may provide negative feedback by display-
ing an image. In some embodiments, the user interface may
provide negative feedback by displaying a negative effect to a
user’s score. In a plurality of embodiments, negative or posi-
tive feedback may be provided by any form of audio visual
means capable of providing user either positive or negative
feedback to a user, including any audio and visual means.

In reference now to FIG. 10, an embodiment of a method
for timing users to complete tasks is shown. An appropriate
length of time for a user to complete a task is determined 552.
In some embodiments, the length of time for a user to com-
plete a task is determined 552 based, at least in part, on the
complexity of the task. The determined time for a user to
complete a task is displayed 554 to a user. A timer with the
determined time is displayed 554 to a user. The time is
updated 556 to reflect the passage of time. A determination
558 is made that a user has completed the task. A score for the
user is determined 560 based, at least in part, on the passage
of time. In some embodiments, a score for a user is deter-
mined 560 based, at least in part, on the time remaining on the
timer. In some embodiments, a score for a user is determined
560 based, at least in part, on a measure of complexity of the
task. In some embodiments, a timer may be displayed upon a
user opening a task in a task list. In some embodiments, a
timer may be displayed upon a user opening a file. In some
embodiments, a timer may be displayed upon starting an
application. In some embodiments, an application may track
a user’s use of his or her computer and develop determina-
tions of an appropriate time for a user to complete a task as a
user opens or closes different files or application. In some
embodiments, the appropriate length of time for completing
an action may be determined according to a predetermined
length of time set by the user. In some embodiments, a deter-
mination 558 that a user has completed a task may be done
automatically at the completion of said task by a user. In other
embodiments, a determination 558 that a user has completed
a task is made by receiving an indication by the user that the
task has been completed.

Tasks may be generally understood as any activity which
may be accomplished by a user through a computing device,
such as a computer, laptop, tablet computer, or mobile phone.
In some embodiments, a task may be selecting an action to be
applied to an electronic message. In some embodiments, a
task may be selecting an action to be applied to a document.
In some embodiments, a task may be removing a message
from an inbox. In some embodiments, a task may be selecting
an action to be applied to an application. In some embodi-
ments, a task may be reviewing a document. In some embodi-
ments, a task may be drafting a document. In some embodi-
ments, a task may be reviewing or visiting a website. In some
embodiments, a task may be collecting information from
websites. In some embodiments, a task may be deleting files
or folders. In some embodiments, a task may involve orga-
nizing or rearranging documents. In some embodiments, a
task may be the completion of a form or survey. In some
embodiments, a task may be the performance of some admin-
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istrative function. In some embodiments, a task may be an
item in a task list provided by an application on the user’s
computer. In some embodiments, a task may be an item on a
task list provided by some internet service. In some embodi-
ments, a task may be an item on a task list provided by an
online service. In some embodiments, a task may be a task
organized in Microsoft Outlook’s “Tasks” feature. In some
embodiments, a task may be a task organized by the online
service “Google Tasks” provided by Google, Inc. In some
embodiments, atask may be atask organized by the “Remem-
ber the Milk” online service available at http://www.remem-
berthemilk.com. In some embodiments, tasks may be syn-
chronized with a user’s calendar. In some embodiments, a
task may be editing a document. In some embodiments, a task
may be revising a document. In some embodiments, a task is
not store in a task list. In some embodiments, an application
may monitor a user’s use ofhis or her computer to determined
when the completion of tasks should be timed. In some
embodiments, a request by a user to time the completion of a
task may be received.

In some embodiments, a task may be a task organized by a
task list program. In some embodiments, a task may be a task
organized by a task list service provider. In some embodi-
ments, a task may be a task organized by a task list service
provider. In some embodiments, a task may not be a orga-
nized by a task list program or service provider. In some
embodiments, an application may monitor the use of a user’s
computer and determine when the user begins performance of
a task to which the present disclosure may be applied.

In some embodiments, an appropriate length of time for a
user to complete a task may be determined 552 based, at least
in part, on a user’s selection of a time by which to complete
the task. In such embodiments, times by which to complete
the task may be suggested to the user. In such embodiments,
any systems and methods provided in the present disclosure
for suggesting times in the context of electronic messages
apply more generally to suggesting times by which to com-
plete a task. In some embodiments, a suggested time is deter-
mined based upon a measure of the complexity of the task. In
some embodiments, a suggested time is determined based
upon the contents of a document if the task involves a docu-
ment.

The features of the present disclosure which may specifi-
cally refer to embodiments of the present invention as applied
to the management of electronic messages apply with equal
force to more generalized embodiments of systems and meth-
ods for applying game mechanics to the completion of tasks.
For example, systems and methods for deferring action on
tasks are contemplated by the present disclosure in similar
fashion as described in the context of deferring action on
electronic messages. The various embodiments for determin-
ing scores in the context of managing electronic messages are
also contemplated in the context of completing tasks. The
various embodiments for timing a user’s selection of an
action to be applied to an electronic message are also con-
templated in the context of the completion of tasks by users.
Each and every feature and element of the present disclosure
as described in the context of managing electronic messages
is contemplated in the context of completing tasks.

It is understood by those skilled in the art that, unless
expressly required, the steps of the various methods described
herein need not be performed in any particular order.

The various methods or processes outlined herein may be
coded as software that is executable on one or more proces-
sors that employ any one of a variety of operating systems or
platforms. Additionally, such software may be written using
any of a number of suitable programming languages and/or
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programming or scripting tools, and also may be compiled as
executable machine language code or intermediate code that
is executed on a framework or virtual machine.

In this respect, various inventive concepts may be embod-
ied as a computer readable storage medium (or multiple com-
puter readable storage media) (e.g., a computer memory, one
or more floppy discs, compact discs, optical discs, magnetic
tapes, flash memories, circuit configurations in Field Pro-
grammable Gate Arrays or other semiconductor devices, or
other non-transitory medium or tangible computer storage
medium) encoded with one or more programs that, when
executed on one or more computers or other processors, per-
form methods that implement the various embodiments of the
invention discussed above. The computer readable medium
or media can be transportable, such that the program or pro-
grams stored thereon can be loaded onto one or more different
computers or other processors to implement various aspects
of the present invention as discussed above.

The terms “program”, “software”, or “application” are
used herein in a generic sense to refer to any type of computer
code or set of computer-executable instructions that can be
employed to program a computer or other processor to imple-
ment various aspects of embodiments as discussed above.
Additionally, it should be appreciated that according to one
aspect, one or more computer programs that when executed
perform methods of the present invention need not reside on
a single computer or processor, but may be distributed in a
modular fashion amongst a number of different computers or
processors to implement various aspects of the present inven-
tion.

Computer-executable instructions may be in many forms,
such as program modules, executed by one or more comput-
ers or other devices. Generally, program modules include
routines, programs, objects, components, data structures, etc.
that perform particular tasks or implement particular abstract
data types. Typically the functionality of the program mod-
ules may be combined or distributed as desired in various
embodiments.

Also, data structures may be stored in computer-readable
media in any suitable form. For simplicity of illustration, data
structures may be shown to have fields that are related through
location in the data structure. Such relationships may likewise
be achieved by assigning storage for the fields with locations
in a computer-readable medium that convey relationship
between the fields. However, any suitable mechanism may be
used to establish a relationship between information in fields
of'a data structure, including through the use of pointers, tags
or other mechanisms that establish relationship between data
elements.

Also, various inventive concepts may be embodied as one
or more methods, of which an example has been provided.
The acts performed as part of the method may be ordered in
any suitable way. Accordingly, embodiments may be con-
structed in which acts are performed in an order different than
illustrated, which may include performing some acts simul-
taneously, even though shown as sequential acts in illustrative
embodiments.

All definitions, as defined and used herein, should be
understood to control over dictionary definitions, definitions
in documents incorporated by reference, and/or ordinary
meanings of the defined terms.

The indefinite articles “a” and “an,” as used herein in the
specification and in the claims, unless clearly indicated to the
contrary, should be understood to mean “at least one.”

The phrase “and/or,” as used herein in the specification and
in the claims, should be understood to mean “either or both”
of the elements so conjoined, i.e., elements that are conjunc-
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tively present in some cases and disjunctively present in other
cases. Multiple elements listed with “and/or” should be con-
strued in the same fashion, i.e., “one or more” of the elements
so conjoined. Other elements may optionally be present other
than the elements specifically identified by the “and/or”
clause, whether related or unrelated to those elements spe-
cifically identified. Thus, as a non-limiting example, a refer-
ence to “A and/or B”, when used in conjunction with open-
ended language such as “comprising” can refer, in one
embodiment, to A only (optionally including elements other
than B); in another embodiment, to B only (optionally includ-
ing elements other than A); in yet another embodiment, to
both A and B (optionally including other elements); etc.

As used herein in the specification and in the claims, “or”
should be understood to have the same meaning as “and/or”
as defined above. For example, when separating items in a
list, “or” or “and/or” shall be interpreted as being inclusive,
i.e., the inclusion of at least one, but also including more than
one, of a number or list of elements, and, optionally, addi-
tional unlisted items. Only terms clearly indicated to the
contrary, such as “only one of” or “exactly one of,” or, when
used in the claims, “consisting of,” will refer to the inclusion
of exactly one element of a number or list of elements. In
general, the term “or” as used herein shall only be interpreted
as indicating exclusive alternatives (i.e. “one or the other but
not both™) when preceded by terms of exclusivity, such as
“either,” “one of,” “only one of,” or “exactly one of.” “Con-
sisting essentially of,” when used in the claims, shall have its
ordinary meaning as used in the field of patent law.

As used herein in the specification and in the claims, the
phrase “at least one,” in reference to a list of one or more
elements, should be understood to mean at least one element
selected from any one or more of the elements in the list of
elements, but not necessarily including at least one of each
and every element specifically listed within the list of ele-
ments and not excluding any combinations of elements in the
list of elements. This definition also allows that elements may
optionally be present other than the elements specifically
identified within the list of elements to which the phrase “at
least one” refers, whether related or unrelated to those ele-
ments specifically identified. Thus, as a non-limiting
example, “at least one of A and B” (or, equivalently, “at least
one of A or B,” or, equivalently “at least one of A and/or B”)
can refer, in one embodiment, to at least one, optionally
including more than one, A, with no B present (and optionally
including elements other than B); in another embodiment, to
at least one, optionally including more than one, B, withno A
present (and optionally including elements other than A); in
yet another embodiment, to at least one, optionally including
more than one, A, and at least one, optionally including more
than one, B (and optionally including other elements); etc.

In the claims, as well as in the specification above, all
transitional phrases such as “comprising,” “including,” “car-
rying,” “having,” “containing,” “involving,” “holding,”
“composed of,” and the like are to be understood to be open-
ended, i.e., to mean including but not limited to. Only the
transitional phrases “consisting of” and “consisting essen-
tially of” shall be closed or semi-closed transitional phrases,
respectively, as set forth in the United States Patent Office
Manual of Patent Examining Procedures, Section 2111.03.

What is claimed is:

1. Ina networked computer system, a method for managing
e-mail messages, the method comprising:

retrieving, at a local machine, an e-mail message from an

e-mail inbox associated with a user which is stored on a
server that is in communication with the local machine
via a network;
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providing, via a user interface on a display device associ-
ated with the local machine, the e-mail message to the
user;

providing, via the user interface on the display device

associate with the local machine, the user with a plural-
ity of actions which may be applied to the e-mail mes-
sage;

determining, via at least one processor at the server, an

amount of time associated with each of said plurality of
actions;

determining, via the at least one processor at a server, that

a user has selected one of said actions from the user
interface;

determining, via the at least one processor at a server, a

score of performance for the user based, at least in part,
on an amount of time elapsed between displaying the
contents of the e-mail message and a time after selection
of the action relative to said amount of time associated
with the selected action;

adding, via the-at least one processor at a server, the deter-

mined score of performance for the user to a total score
of performance for the user; and

providing, via the user interface on the display device

associated with the local machine, positive feedback to
the user at a time after the selection of an action wherein
said positive feedback comprises at least one of: a state-
ment, an image, a series of images, a video, an anima-
tion, the determined score of performance for the user,
the total score of performance for the user, and audio.

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising removing the
e-mail message from the inbox upon completion of the
selected action.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the action is selected
from the group consisting of “Reply”, “Reply All”, “For-
ward”, “Label”, “Defer”, “Archive”, “Delete”, or “Skip”.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein determining a score of
performance for the user is further based at least in part on the
contents of the e-mail message.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein determining a score of
performance for the user is further based at least in part on a
measurement of the complexity of the e-mail message.

6. The method of claim 1 further comprising providing a
new e-mail message from the inbox to the user.

7. The method of claim 1 further comprising providing a
representation of a timer to a user which changes in response
to the selection of the selected action.

8. The method of claim 7 wherein the timer is set, at least in
part, according to the contents of the e-mail message.

9. The method of claim 7 wherein the timer is set, at least in
part, according to a measure of the complexity of the e-mail
message.

10. The method of claim 1 further comprising providing a
representation of how many e-mail messages remain in either
a predetermined subset of the inbox or the entire inbox.

11. The method of claim 1 wherein the selected action is
one to defer the e-mail message, further comprising:

requesting that a user select a time at which to return the

e-mail message to the inbox;

receiving the user’s selection of a time at which to return

the e-mail message to the inbox;

removing the e-mail message from the inbox;

returning the e-mail message to the inbox at the time

selected by the user.

12. The method of claim 11 further comprising providing
the user with a suggested time for returning the e-mail mes-
sage to the inbox.
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13. The method of claim 12 wherein the suggested time is
determined at least in part by the contents of the e-mail
message.

14. The method of claim 1 further comprising providing
negative feedback in response to the total elapsed time from
providing an e-mail message to the user and a period of time
before a user selects an action.

15. An apparatus for managing e-mail messages across a
network, the apparatus comprising:

at least one processor at a server, the at least one processor:

sending, to a local machine, an e-mail message from an
e-mail inbox associated with a user which is stored on
the server that is in communication with the local
machine via a network;

provides, via a user interface on a display device asso-
ciated with the local machine, the e-mail message to
the user;

provides, via the user interface on the display device
associated with the local machine, the user with a
plurality of actions which may be applied to the
e-mail message;

determines an amount of time associated with each of
said plurality of actions;

determines that a user has selected one of said actions
from the user interface;

determines a score of performance for the user based, at
least in part, on an amount of time elapsed between
displaying the contents of the e-mail message and a
point in time after selection of the action relative to
said amount of time associated with the selected
action;

adds the determined score of performance for the user to
a total score of performance for the user; and

provides, via the user interface on the display device
associated with the local machine, positive feedback
to the user at a time after the selection of an action
wherein said positive feedback comprises at least one
of’ a statement, an image, a series of images, a video,
an animation, the determined score of performance
for the user, the total score of performance for the
user, and audio.

16. A computer-readable non-transitory storage medium
encoded with computer-readable instructions that, as a result
of being executed by a computing device, control the com-
puting device to perform a method for managing e-mail mes-
sages, the method comprising:

retrieving, at a local machine, an e-mail message from an

e-mail inbox associated with a user which is stored on a

server that is in communication with the local machine

via a network;

providing, via a user interface on a display device asso-
ciated with the local machine, the e-mail message to
the user;

providing, via the user interface on the display device
associate with the local machine, the user with a plu-
rality of actions which may be applied to the e-mail
message;

determining, via at least one processor at the server, an
amount of time associated with each of said plurality
of actions;

determining, via the at least one processor at a server,
that a user has selected one of said actions from the
user interface;

determining, via the at least one processor at a server, a
score of performance for the user based, at least in
part, on an amount of time elapsed between display-
ing the contents of the e-mail message and a time after
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selection of the action relative to said amount of time
associated with the selected action;

adding, via the-at least one processor at a server, the
determined score of performance for the user to a total
score of performance for the user; and 5

providing, via the user interface on the display device
associated with the local machine, positive feedback
to the user at a time after the selection of an action
wherein said positive feedback comprises at least one
of’ a statement, an image, a series of images, a video, 10
an animation, the determined score of performance
for the user, the total score of performance for the
user, and audio.
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